Hardy's life was relatively uneventful, and but for his creative imagination and literary successes it would not have been very exciting; it certainly was not very sensational, apart from the effect on the public of works such as Tess of the d'Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure. Why a story of dreams or aspirations and continued failure, of inveiglement into marriage by seduction, of broken marriages, unmarried lovers who live together and rear children only to find them hanged, of marriages which please God in the eyes of the Church and lead to suicide and spiritual death -why Jude the Obscure, in short -should have led early reviewers to deduce that it was 'honest autobiography' must surely occasion surprise. Not until nearly twenty-four years later, when Hardy was roused by a letter from 'an inquirer with whom the superstition still lingered', did he trouble to reply, dictating a letter to his wife Florence, who wrote: 'To your inquiry if Jude the Obscure is autobiographical, I have to answer that there is not a scrap of personal detail in it, it having the least to do with his own life of all his books.' When, in the course of preparing his Life, he reached the period ending with the 1895-96 reviews of Jude, he reverted to this letter, and added:
Some of the incidents were real in so far as that he had heard of them, or come in contact with them when they were occurring to people he knew; but no more. It is interesting to mention that on his way to school he did once meet with a youth like Jude who drove the bread-cart of a widow, a baker, like Mrs Fawley, and carried on his studies at the same time, to the serious risk of other drivers in the lanes; which youth asked him to lend him his Latin grammar. One can sympathize with Hardy, for the frenetic itch to read autobiography into this novel has never been more blatantly indulged than in relatively recent years. Hardy's first answer was too absolute, of course; his second supplies welcome information, but little to suggest he had given the question careful thought. Yet, though there are scraps of personal detail in Jude the Obscure, they are details only, and altogether not very considerable. Three examples come to mind: Hardy's childhood wish not to grow up, as he lay with the sun's rays streaming through the interstices of his straw hat, more accurately reproduced in Jude than in the poem 'Childhood Among the Ferns'; Hardy and Jude's reading of the same portions of the Iliad in their teens; and the placing of a looking-glass by the window to give the invalid Hardy a view of a glorious sunset, repeated by Sue for Phillotson, as Hardy remembered in his Life before denying autobiographical inclusions in his novel. The letter of rejection from T. Tetuphenay of Biblioll College (his Greek name implying the 'hard slap' he administered to Jude) presents a fourth possibility, reported evidence indicating that it could have been a transcript of a reply to Hardy from Benjamin Jowett of Balliol. The probability is that such recollections and adaptations from the author's life comprise less than one per cent of the text.
2 Hardy's architectural interest in stone-masonry, and his clerical aspirations before he became a novelist, are turned wholly to fictional account in Jude's career.
How much of a writer enters the thoughts, feelings, and actions of his characters, of either sex, can never be assessed. Speaking from experience in 'The Three Voices of Poetry', the poet and dramatist T. S. Eliot declares his conviction that the author not only 'imparts something of himself to his characters' but 'is influenced by the characters he creates.' Hardy's views on marriage were not fixed; he indulges them, no doubt, through Phillotson and Sue, but precisely what his views were when he wrote Jude the Obscure, and how far they were turned or moulded by the pressures of imaginative circumstance, no one can say, though they were most probably foreshadowed in his serial The Pursuit of the Undoubtedly the intellectual enfranchisement of the Sue whose intellect 'scintillated like a star' found expression in those Hardyan views which had culminated in his theory of the Unfulfilled Intention:
that the First Cause worked automatically like a somnambulist, and not reflectively like a sage; that at the framing of the terrestrial conditions there seemed never to have been contemplated such
